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 A theological system’s conception of the results of the Fall is foundational for and integrally 
connected with all aspects of soteriology.1 This has been generally acknowledged; but the nature of 
our first parents' role and the effects of their sin2 have been much disputed. 
This study will examine this issue in light of the centuries of debate about the subject, in 
order to more clearly ascertain the nature of the various soteriological implications that emerge. 
Theological exegesis of Romans 5:12-21 reveals significant doctrinal interconnectivity regarding the 
roles of our first parents and Christ as the Representatives of the human race—the core of the 
“Federal” View—with condemnation and death for all by birth in Adam and Eve, and justification 
and life for those receiving Christ's gift. This representative conception seems to account best for the 
scriptural materials in light of the exegetical and systematic analysis—without excluding the 
contributions of other views but demonstrating their incompleteness in isolation. Taken in the 
broader context of the canon, it provides a means by which the respective roles of our first parents 
and Christ can be seen to have theodical significance in light of the love and justice displayed by 
God’s government in the context of and satanic and human rebellion.   
This paper will consist of five main sections: (1) A brief history of interpretation regarding 





















of the passage under review (Rom. 5:12-21), (2) A theological, canonical exegesis of the passage, (3) 
An evaluation of the various views, including an emphasis upon the positive contributions and 
potential limitations of each, while affirming the particular superior aspects of the Federal View, (4) 
An exposition of the soteriological and theodical implications of the findings in this research in light 
of the exegetical and theological preceding analysis, and (5) A summarizing conclusion in which the 
salient aspects of the research are reviewed and further recommendations for research are suggested.   
History of Interpretation 
As noted above, there has been considerable divergence among theologians and exegetes as to 
the meaning of Adam’s sin, especially in regard to the most salient passage that deals with the role of 
Adam in Scripture—Romans 5:12-21. 
Was Adam’s role that of a poor example whose sin only directly affected himself and only us 
indirectly thereby (Pelagius),5 a natural head in which all human beings are guilty because they 
sinned with him “in his loins”—Realism (Augustine,6 Shedd,7 Erickson,8 etc.), a representative head 
whose guilt has been imputed to humanity—Federalism (Melanchthon,9 Hodge,10 Wesley,11 Lloyd-



























Jones,12 Murray,13 etc.), a head whose sin results in guilt because of our sinful nature—Mediate 
Imputation (Calvin,14 La Place,15 Mounce16)—or did he give us a sinful nature that carries no guilt 
until acted upon (New Haven School—Dwight, Taylor, Finney17), was he a natural ancestor whose 
descendants have passed on sin through their genes—Natural Heredity (Miley,18 Wiley,19 Grenz20). 
Or is it that the whole race is now justified from birth—universal legal justification—(Cottrell),21 or 
is there inadequate information for parsing Adam’s role with such specificity,22 or is the whole 
question moot because the categories of guilt, punishment, and atonement in Scripture are unhelpful 
(Troesltch)?23 
As one of the primary means to the end of answering this perennial question, the pericope of 
Romans 5:12-21 will be examined here with theological, canonical exegesis.  
 
 
































 The methodological approach to the text utilized here is that of theological and canonical 
exegesis. “Theological exegesis is the presentation of the meaning of the biblical writings or of 
portions of those writings in the context of divine revelation.”24 To seek the “meaning of the biblical 
writings” of course includes the usual loci of exegesis—historical setting, linguistics, grammar, 
syntax, archaeological findings, and the context of the wider thought of the writer, etc. But to place 
Scripture in the “context of divine revelation” refers to the necessity of being receptive to possible 
meanings of the text that go beyond all of the above factors, while at the same time taking into 
account all of their germane contributions. What is usually referred to as exegesis is the “foundation 
and scaffolding for the essential job”25—that of seeking to ascertain what it is that God is revealing 
in the text. This is in itself a historically grounded exegetical approach, which is consonant with the 
explicit intent of the authors themselves, who rarely focus upon their messages as having to do with 
their own purposes,26 but rather those of God, from whom their messages originate (1 Thess. 2:13; 
Jer. 1:4-10; Rev. 1:1; etc.). “To explain [Scripture] as a record of man's doings and ideas is to reject the 
basic conviction on which they rest. It is to interpret them in an atmosphere and with 
presuppositions which flatly contradict what they say. It is to neglect the reason they were 
written.”27  
 Canonical exegesis, as it is to be understood for the purposes of this study, refers to viewing 
biblical data in terms of its connection to the wider canon of Scripture, which it informs and by 












to the canon and internal coherence.”28 Thus Romans 5:12-21 will be viewed in terms of not only its 
context in the book of Romans or the Pauline corpus, but also in the light of other relevant biblical 
data that impinges upon any of the issues addressed in the text.  
 As a result of taking into account the various theological threads of Scripture, a theological 
and canonical exegesis will serve as necessary means to the end of demonstrating the doctrinal 
interconnectivity in the main passage under review.  
Structure and Place in the Epistle 
 Doulas Moo has noted the divergence of scholars regarding the place of chapter 5 in Paul’s 
structure of Romans: Is it part of what precedes or what follows? Moo notes that in some important 
ways it is both.29 The preceding themes of justification as the solution for sin dealt with in chapters 
1-4 as well as the theme of being “in Christ” as the condition for defeating death and sin of the 
following chapters 6-8 are an indication of the centrality of this pericope for the totality of Paul’s 
line of argument. Fitzmyer notes that “this paragraph constitutes the second most important passage 
in the letter, the first being 3:21-26.”30 Martin Lloyd-Jones goes further: alluding to Anders Nygren 
as a precedent, he suggests that this passage is the central and most significant passage in the entire 
epistle, connecting all of Paul’s main emphases of “central and fundamental biblical doctrines.”31 
 The passage is structured as a chiastic inclusio. As such, the heart of the pericope consists of 
the stated contrasts between Adam and Christ and the result of their actions and respective roles.  
 















15-19—Parallels and Contrasts between Adam and 
Christ 
20—The Law 
21—Grace and righteousness reign through Christ 
  
Romans 5:12 
 This verse has elicited much discussion over issues of the translation and possible resultant 
theologies stemming from the last clause. While space in this paper precludes dealing with all of the 
possible issues involved, it is important to engage with the meaning of this verse, as it is to some 
degree inextricably related to what follows in the pericope, and thus for understanding the doctrinal 
interconnectedness that arises from it. Here we will make two main observations: Paul appears to be 
making a direct causal connection between the sin of Adam and the universal reality of death, and 
that there is some kind of solidarity between Adam’s sin and and sin of all human beings.  
 First, Paul indicates that sin and death came into the world because of “one man” (ἑνὸς 
ἀνθρώπου). This term is an exegetical key to the whole passage, and serves as the basis for its 
content—“one” or “one man” occurs no less than twelve times.32 The sin of Adam and the justifying 
work of Christ are the main points under discussion. What Paul seems to be indicating here is what 
he wrote in another passage (1 Cor. 15:22): “in Adam all die.” Death came into the world through 
“one man.”  The narrative of the Fall in Genesis 3 contains curses pronounced to Adam and Eve. All 
of these curses—in regard to the ground, in regard to difficult labor and childbearing for women, 
and in regard to the death penalty of returning to dust are fixed aspects of human experience since 
that time. The curses were pronounced before there were any other human beings. All have received 
the effects of these curses because of what Adam and Eve did. “All the evils threatened against him in 





mortal; they have to earn their bread by the sweat of their brows; they are subject to all the 
inconveniences and sufferings arising from the banishment of our first parents from paradise and 
from the curse pronounced for man’s sake upon the earth.33”  
 Secondly, the chiastic structure of the verse34 shows a parallelism between the ἑνὸς 
ἀνθρώπου at the beginning and the πάντες ἥµαρτον at the end of the verse. A—One man sinned, 
B—death came through sin, B’—death came to all people, A’—all sinned. Since “by man came 
death,” through the sin of “one man,”  “in Adam all die” (1 Cor. 15:21-22), and since the Genesis 
narrative indicates that this sentence was pronounced before the existence of any other human 
beings to (literally) participate in or ratify the sin of Adam, it follows that the sin of the last clause of 
the verse must be the same sin as that in the first clause. The sin of the one was (somehow—see 
theological analysis below) the sin of all. This should be instructive for the meaning of ἐφ᾽ ᾧ, no 
matter which choice is made regarding its translation.35  
The lists given by exegetes for the meaning of this phrase can be placed under two basic 
categories: a relative clause or a causal/resultant conjunction.36 Among the former are options such 
as “in whom,” “because of whom,” “because of which,” or “on the basis of which.” The essence of all 
of the latter are either “because” or “with the result that.”  Virtually every translation and the 
majority of commentators surveyed adopt the second option.37 One of the chief reasons usually given 
for this interpretation is the other Pauline usage of this construction in 2 Cor. 5:4, Phil. 3:10, and 
Phil. 4:10. An examination of these passages, however, is not determinative. In all three cases a 












the first two cases, the phrase could be translated “on the basis of which” and in the latter “for 
whom.” “Because” makes little sense in the context of 2 Cor. 5:4, but it could read as “with the result 
that.” “Because” would fit in Phil. 3:10, but any kind of conjunctive resultant meaning seems unlikely 
in Phil. 4:10. On the other hand, the pronominal relative clause view is perhaps supported by the 
consistent, indeed invariable LXX usage.38 Thus it is that “in whom,” the famous translation of 
Augustine (and some others)39 might seem to have some support on the basis of these precedents. 
Nevertheless, as has been noted by scholars, this view faces the challenge of having the antecedent 
“one man” seemingly too far removed from its consequent.40 But a meaning such as “on the basis of 
which” or “under which circumstances” or “on the condition under which”41—referring to the clauses 
of the preceding, i.e. the sin of the one man and death’s spread through this sin, cannot be 
grammatically ruled out. 
Since the grammatical considerations for ascertaining meaning here appear thus to be 
somewhat under-determinative, it is essential to examine both contextual and wider canonical 
considerations. While it has been argued on the basis of the use of the same aorist construction in 
Romans 3:23 (“all sinned”) that Paul is referring to personal, individual sins,42 both the verse and the 
context seem to militate against this interpretation. Paul does affirm the importance of individual 
sin, responsibility, and the need for repentance and faith throughout the letter; and indeed in this 
passage (verse 17) he alludes to the faith that receives the grace of Christ; but his primary focus in 


















clauses why all people die—because of the sin of the “one man.” Moreover, he has specifically 
denoted the reason for which death spread to all people by the use of the adverb οὕτως—“thus.” The 
sin of one man leads to death for all people. It would be an unlikely argument to then proceed to give 
a different reason for why all people die and why sin is in the world—namely that each individual’s 
sin causes death. Some have argued that it is both in some sense—i.e. that Adam’s sin causes the 
death of everyone, as well as each individual’s sin causing their own death.43 However, as I will 
argue more thoroughly below, the connection between Adam’s sin and ours is better thought of as 
being basis and consequence rather than viewing death and sin as a result of the conflation of the 
two; just as our standing before God is based on Christ’s imputed righteousness, not our own, yet 
sanctification follows as a concomitant result.  
We cannot suppose that the apostle is dealing with two different facts when in verse 12 the death of all is 
grounded upon the sin of all and when in subsequent verses the death of all is grounded upon the one sin of the 
one man. The whole passage is a unit. The central strand is the analogy that exists between the passing of 
condemnation and death to all by the sin of the one and the passing of justification and life to the justified by the 
righteousness of Christ.44  
 
There must be some sense in which the last clause is integrally connected with the first—the sin of 
the “one man.” Thus the sin of the one must also be the sin of all—at the same time, at the same 
event, a view which might have some support from the fact that all three of the verbs in this verse 
are in the aorist.45 The example of which in question is what is referred to as “punctiliar” aorist—
denoting a past completed action.46 As the following context indicates, the sin referred to is the 
transgression of “one man.”  Again, this interpretation is in consonance with Paul’s statement in 1 
















Adam’s sin, not each individual’s sin. From verses 15 through 19 it is averred that “one man” brought 
death, condemnation, and constituted all as sinners.47 The translation “because” would then imply 
that death spread to all people “because” the sin of Adam was (somehow) the sin of all. The 
translation “on the basis of which” or “under which conditions” would imply that the basis of which 
all sinned was that Adam’s sin brought sin and death into the world and every person has received 
the results of his action—and indeed they are represented as metaphorically participating in it. In 
this case, the relative clause would be an example of a “conceptual antecedent”48—one that refers 
back to previous events, arguments, or concepts. “All sinned” on the basis of Adam’s sin. The 
translation “in whom” (if permissible) would even more directly support the view suggested here, 
though it is not necessary in order for it to be validated.   
There is also further evidence that supports a solidarity interpretation, both from Old 
Testament precedents as well as other Pauline usages. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, the word      
ם  ,is used to refer not only to the first human being, but to all humanity. And in Paul’s writings  ָאָד֔
metaphorical corporate solidarity participation language is used in regard to Christ and believers in 
a way that comports with the roles of Adam and Christ in this pericope.49 In the subsequent passage, 
Rom. 6:1-8, Paul uses the prefix συν (together with) to denote metaphorical corporate participation 
in the life, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of Christ (c.f. Eph. 2:6; Col. 2:12, 3:1). In 
addition, there are the many passages which involve the ἐν Χριστῷ motif. These involve both 
objective and subjective aspects50 which in essence cannot be separated but must be distinguished. It 
is to be noted that this motif is primarily used in regard to justification—(e.g. Rom. 3:24; 8:1; Gal. 












united with Christ.  In 1 Cor. 1:30 Paul writes that being “in Christ” is the basis for wisdom, 
righteousness, sanctification, and redemption. In this regard, it could be argued that the end of 
chapter 6 is an echo of the emphasis of this passage—the contrast of the results of Adam’s and 
Christ’s actions: “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (Rom 6:23). Death in Adam—life in Christ: just as in 1 Cor. 15:22 and 2 Cor. 5:14—“one 
died for all, therefore all died.” All died in Adam, and Christ therefore died for all. This corporate 
solidarity interpretation will be further bolstered by an analysis of what follows in the remainder of 
the pericope as well as in the subsequent theological examination.  
Romans 5:13-14 
 Paul now turns his attention to the question of the Law—a consistent theme in all of his 
writings. This is at least partially because of the concerns of the Jews in his audience who may have 
associated sin solely with breaking the Law of Moses. But Paul has already argued that there is a 
moral law that pre-dates and transcends the Law of Moses—the law revealed in nature and 
conscience that is alluded to in chapters 1 and 2. It is evident from the narratives in Genesis that 
people at that time knew, by some direct means (undisclosed in the text), the basic moral principles 
of God’s laws as later revealed explicitly in the Ten Commandments.51 In addition, Paul argues in 
4:15 that where there is no law there is no transgression. Thus I concur with those who argue that 
Paul’s meaning here cannot be that sin was uncounted and unpunished from the time between Adam 
and Moses (it was for example at the Flood),52 over against those who argue that the pre-Law sin 













people from this time “lived before God gave specific commandments to the people and they could 
not then, sin, as Adam did, by transgressing.”54 What then is meant by these verses? Paul seems to be 
saying that though there were sin, law, and death in the world before the particular Law of Moses, 
the transgressions committed were not as significant as Adam’s sin—his sin affected all of 
humanity. “Their sin did not have the same typological and fundamental role as Adam’s sin, for 
Adam’s sin was of such a nature that sin and death encompassed the whole world because of his 
transgression of God’s revealed command.”55 “Paul is not concerned with downgrading the law. 
Rather, his concern is the uniqueness of the two Adams.”56 Paul is actually arguing that there was 
indeed a law before Moses, and that sin could be imputed or counted before that time. However, 
these sins were not in the same category as that of Adam, the representative “type” of Christ. The 
reign of death was due to Adam’s sin, not those of other human beings. The transgression of the Law 
of Moses was not the cause of sin and death. These were already in the world before Moses—they 
entered through Adam, resulting in the reign of both over all. Adam is the type of Christ, the One 
who (as will be shown in what follows) rectifies everything that Adam has caused—sin, death, and 
condemnation. Only two beings in the history of the world have been representatives of the whole 
human race, each with effects that reverberate directly for every human being—Adam and Christ. 
“There have only been two heads to the human race. . . . Every one of us is either ‘in Adam’ or else ‘in 
Christ.’”57   
Romans 5:15-19 
 In verse 15, Paul begins a series of comparisons and contrasts between the actions of Adam 











of the catastrophe of sin and death that Adam has caused and which adheres to all human beings 
apart from Christ’s work.  
First there is the contrast: the free gift (χάρισµα) is not like the trespass (παράπτωµα). The 
latter term is used in the succeeding verses to refer to the sin of Adam as well as in reference to those 
of other human beings. However, as was noted above, Paul does not equate the significance of 
Adam’s sin to those of other human beings. He has already stated that their sins were not like 
Adam’s. Moreover, in this present verse, Adam’s sin is again referred to as the one through which 
“the many” died. (“Many” seems to be used here as a rhetorical foil to “the one,” as opposed to 
denoting any kind of limitation of the results of the actions of either Adam or Christ—though that of 
the latter is implied, as will be seen below, in verse 17). It is not their own sin which causes their 
death, but rather that of Adam (here denoted “the one”—τοῦ ἑνὸς). Again, the verb (ἀπέθανον) is in 
the aorist, which may serve to confirm the exegesis of verse 12 above, i.e. that all were sentenced to 
death on the basis of the sin of Adam. Another aspect of the contrast is the term πολλῷ µᾶλλον (much 
more). The work of Christ in His gift of grace is more abundant and significant than the results of 
the one sin of Adam.  
The comparison is based on the similarity of the representative nature of the respective 
actions of the “the one” Adam and the “one” Jesus Christ. Analogously (and quite significantly, in 
terms of implications to be explored further below), it is not the works of “the many” that earn their 
right to receive the results of Christ’s work, but rather it is an abundance of the gift of grace (δωρεὰ 
ἐν χάριτι) which is εἰς (“upon” or “into”) those who receive it (verse 17). This was the same 
preposition that was used for the righteousness of God appropriated by faith in 3:22. Paul uses words 
related to χάρις (grace) and δωρεὰ (gift) to describe Christ’s rectifying work in both this and the 
following verses. Based on the preceding, we should probably conclude that “the many” of verses 15 
and 19 are equal to “all men” in verse 18—that is that it is only those who by “receiving” the gift (v. 
14	
	
17) and are born again “in Christ” that are benefited by Christ’s work. “We are to understand ‘the 
many’ in terms of all who are in Adam (everyone who is born into the human family) and all who 
are in Christ (everyone who has been born into the family of God by faith in Christ).”58     
 Verse 16 begins with another statement of the contrast between the transgression 
(ἁµαρτήσαντος) and the gift (δώρηµα). In this case there are two contrasts referred to: 
 First, there is again a contrast between the one and the many. One question that emerges in 
regard to this contrast is whether it is the one sin of Adam59 that is being mentioned or whether it is 
again (as in verses 15, 17, and—as I will argue—18, and 19) a reference to the “one man” Adam. If 
there is a smooth reading with a consistent meaning of “ἑνὸς” throughout the passage, it would seem 
best to adopt that in translation. On the other hand, consistency is not sufficient alone as a reason 
for adopting this reading. Almost all of the translations surveyed render ἑνὸς as “one trespass” or 
“one sin” in this verse. However, the Greek text does not have any reference to “sin” or “trespass.” It 
simply reads, “one.”60 The insertion and interpretation is done on the basis of the following contrast, 
which is explicit in the Greek—“πολλῶν παραπτωµάτων”—the many trespasses. The reasoning is 
that the one sin of Adam should be contrasted with the many sins of his posterity. While a decision is 
difficult here, I would suggest that the passage lends itself to greater coherence and theological 
consistency by maintaining the same parallel throughout the verses 15-19: the one Adam and the one 
Christ. This interpretation is strengthened by the fact that the opening of the verse contrasts the gift 
with “the sinning one”—Adam, not his one sin per se. But the nature of this verse may lend itself to 
recognizing both interpretations (more so than the other verses to some extent) because it is both the 










contrasted here. The free gift of Christ not only rectifies the trespass of Adam, but also all the other 
trespasses of those who receive Him.   
 The other contrast here is between judgment (κρίµα) and condemnation (κατάκριµα) and the 
gift (δώρηµα) and justification (δικαίωµα). Of particular importance for the exegesis here is the 
translation of this latter word. In the LXX, it is used often to translate the Hebrew word ִמְׁשָּפט—
“judgement deciding a case,” “process of litigation before judges,” “sentence of judgment,” “execution 
of judgment,” “custom, manner.”61 Some lexicons include additional meanings for δικαίωµα based on 
intertestamental and NT passages such as “requirement” or “righteous act.”62 Others, based on first 
century contemporary usage, refer to the meaning of “arguments.”63 As all the translations and 
commentators surveyed agree, the context of the contrast with the judgement to condemnation leads 
logically to a meaning of “justification” here.64 Not all agree, however, that this word should be 
translated in the same way in verse 18, as will be examined below. 
 The third series of contrasts between the results of the actions of the “one” Adam and the 
“one” Christ consists of that between offense and death on the one hand and grace, the gift of 
righteousness, and life on the other. The reign of death inaugurated by the “one”—Adam—
referenced here alludes back to verse 12 and the one man-sin-death pattern there.  Again the exegesis 
of verse 12 appears to be confirmed by the emphasis on the fact that death came as a result of Adam’s 
sin, not that of anyone else. The “gift of righteousness” appears to refer again to justification. Paul 
has elaborated on the forensic nature of justification in 3:21-31 and 4 in such a way as to 















is alluded to by the term λαµβάνοντες “the receiving ones.” This—aside from the metaphorical 
corporate solidarity of verse 12—is the only verb associated with any other human beings other than 
Adam or Christ in the pericope. This is important for two reasons: Firstly, it underscores the theme 
of representative headship throughout—that the only thing fallen human beings can do in light of 
the effect of Adam’s sin is to receive the gift of justification from a new Representative. Secondly, it 
serves to qualify and clarify the reference to “all men” in the following verse. Though the free gift of 
justification is available to all, only “the receiving ones” obtain its benefits. 
 Verses 18 and 19, the fourth and fifth series of comparison and contrasts, summarize Paul’s 
thought in the pericope: All are condemned because of what Adam did; justification is appropriated 
by those who believe because of what Christ has done. As noted above, the Universalist65  
interpretation is unlikely due to Paul’s consistent teaching elsewhere (3-5; Galatians, Ephesians 2, 
etc.) that justification comes by personal faith,66 not simply by being born after the time of Jesus. 
This is also supported by the fact that he uses the word λαµβάνοντες—those who receive the gift—to 
refer to those that are justified. Just as is the case in one of the parallel passages previously alluded 
to, 1 Cor. 15:22, the “all” of those affected by Christ is qualified.67 In that passage it is in the following 
verse, “those that are Christ’s” (v. 23). Here it is in the preceding verse (“those that receive).”  Paul 
does not deny elsewhere that the sacrifice of Christ affected the whole human race in the sense of 
universal atonement and offer of reconciliation. The same relationship between offer and reception 
is found in 2 Cor. 5:14-21, where Paul writes that Christ “died for all” and that God was “in Christ, 
reconciling the world to Himself.” Yet even here, Paul’s readers are exhorted to “be reconciled to 









which is contingent, not guaranteed to all by the cross—this contingency being evident from the use 
of the εἴ (if) clause.   
There is difficulty in translating this verse in two further aspects. Firstly, ἑνὸς (“one”) could 
refer either to the one transgression of Adam or the one man. So also it is the case with Christ. The 
passage could be referring to the one Man Christ or His one act. It has been argued that there is 
significance to ἑνὸς lacking the article, and that when it does it refers to the transgression of Adam.68 
However, this is inconsistent with verses 12 and 16 where the article is lacking and the references are 
reasonably to the “one man” Adam. Translators and commentators are divided here; but as 
previously noted, the passage lends itself to a more coherent reading if the consistency of contrast is 
maintained—Adam and Christ.69  
Secondly, again a decision regarding the word δικαιώµατος is difficult. Some translate it as 
“one righteous act.” It is alleged by some that the justification verdict could not be “of Christ” as is 
implied by the genitive here.70 That is, it is only “God” who can justify, not Christ. It is difficult to 
see how such a strong bifurcation in the Trinity is warranted. As noted above, the primary LXX 
meaning for this word is “judgments”—verdicts or decrees of God, either in the sense of judgments to 
be rendered in punishment or acquittal (e.g. Ex. 21:1 ff.) or in lists of all of the aspects of the Torah to 
be kept (e.g. Ezek. 20). In the NT, the word usually refers to the requirements of the Law (Luke 1:6; 
Heb. 9:10; Rom. 2:26; Rom. 8:4). However, in Rom. 1:32 and Rev. 15:4, the context warrants a 
translation of “righteous judgments.”71 Rom. 1:32 refers to those who know that “those who practice 
such things deserve to die.” This is a righteous sentence or judgement. In Rev. 15:4, the reference to 











based on the forensic nature of the white robe imagery in Rev. 7:14, i.e. the robes become white by 
being washed in the blood of the Lamb, δικαιώµατα should there be translated “justification” just as 
was done here in verse 16. Also, with the exception of Bar. 2:17 there does not appear to be any of the 
LXX or intertestamental usages that warrant a translation of “righteous act.” “Clearly the word has 
to do with declarations of various kinds, and it is in question whether it should be taken to signify a 
deed in the three passages listed (Rom. 1:32; Rev. 15:4; 19:8).”72  Given Paul’s consistent forensic usage 
of the δικαιώ word group in Romans, it is reasonable to conclude that his meaning here is that of 
“righteous verdict”—a verdict that leads to “justification of life.” This may be an echo of the 
language of 3:25 where God is δίκαιον καὶ δικαιοῦντα—“just and the justifier.” The translation offered 
here is not a redundancy,73 but an elaboration. “‘Sentence of justification’ suits the context 
admirably, while the word has the meaning ‘righteous act’ rarely if at all.”74 “Dικαίωµα may also 
have the connotation of a verdict that is just.”75 We could thus translate, “Through the righteous 
verdict of one there is to all men the justification that brings life.”76  
With verse 19, we arrive at the summation of this section of the pericope, in which the 
contrasts between Adam and Christ are again, for the sixth time, conveyed with various unique 
nuances, as has been previously the case. This time it is the παρακοῆς (“disobedience”) of the “one”—
Adam—that is contrasted with the ὑπακοῆς “obedience” of the “one”—Christ.77 It appears that this 
contrast involves a double “imputation.” The disobedience of Adam is imputed to the whole human 


















more detailed analysis in the following theological section; but some of the basis for the latter shall 
be examined here, as well as in more detail later. 
Paul refers to “the righteousness of God” being “upon all” of those who believe in 3:22, and 
the same “righteousness of God” is said to be appropriated “in Him”—Christ—in 2 Cor. 5:21. There is 
in that verse another double imputation—Christ was made sin, and we are made God’s 
righteousness “in Him”—that is, the righteousness of Christ is credited to our account. Paul writes 
earlier in chapter 5 that we are “saved by His life” (v. 10).  
This interpretation is supported by the OT precedent of substitution. It was not only that the 
sins of the repentant were placed on the animal in sacrifice, but also that the animal itself was to be 
“without blemish” (Lev. 1-6; Num. 29; etc.). The filthy garments of Joshua were not only removed, 
but clean garments were put on him (Zech. 3; cf. Isa. 61:10). God is called “the Lord our 
righteousness” (Jer. 23:6), and the exchange of the sinless purity of Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53 is 
the basis for His bearing of the iniquities of the people as well as justifying them. While some view 
the passage as referring to Christ’s act of obedience in His death (Phil. 2:8),78 it more likely refers to 
all aspects of the sinlessly perfect life of Christ lived on our behalf, inclusive of the cross. 
“Undoubtedly it was in the cross of Christ and the shedding of His blood that this obedience came to 
its climactic expression, but obedience comprehends the totality of the Father’s will as fulfilled by 
Christ.”79 The cross was “the crowning act of Christ’s lifelong obedience.”80           
The words in this verse based on the verb καθίστηµι are usually rendered as “made.”81 













includes cases of being conducted or led (Acts 17:5).83 Again it appears that Paul’s primary meaning 
must be forensic here. It would be a very unlikely and odd climactic summary to a passage 
concerned with the status of human beings in Adam and in Christ—all human beings condemned by 
imputation of Adam’s sin, and those who receive the gracious gift justified by the imputation of 
Christ’s righteousness respectively—to shift to a concern of moral intrinsic quality or character 
transformation. This occurs more fully in chapters 6 and 8. The reality of the forensic categories 
supersedes, in both priority and importance, the significance of their resultant ethical corollaries. 
This is because the latter are impossible without the former. The basis of love and ethical 
transformation is the reality of the embracing reconciliation of God’s love as displayed in the 
propitiation (1 John 4; Eph. 4:32).  
Verse 20: The Law 
 Paul again returns to the question of the Law. Here he simply states what he does elsewhere 
in the epistle as well as in Galatians: the knowledge of God’s Law entails a knowledge of sin, and 
thus a recognition of the necessity of grace (Rom. 3:19-20; 4:15; 7:7, 13). The Law could not solve the 
sin problem, but it could reveal the ubiquity of the corruption of humanity and its need for a Savior.  
Verse 21: Summary 
The final verse of the pericope alludes to seven key words of the preceding: sin, death, reign, 
grace, righteousness, life, Jesus Christ. As the focus was upon Adam and his causing of sin and death 
to reign at the outset of the section in verse 12, so here Paul ends with a focus upon the 
Representative Rectifier, Jesus Christ, who has caused grace to reign through His righteousness.  
 This theological canonical exegesis has been an attempt to come to terms with the meaning 
of key Greek terms, the local and wider contexts of the passage in Romans, as well as germane 








theological considerations that were taken into account for the purpose of interpretation. The 
meaning of this passage and its relevance for the doctrine of original sin will now be examined in 
light of the various views that have been held through the centuries. 
Evaluation of Views 
Space precludes dealing with all of the theories in detail;84 but here there can at least be an 
evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of each as they relate to the exegesis above and as a 
means of moving toward an analysis of the doctrinal interconnectivity elucidated therein.  
Pelagianism 
 The weakness with Pelagius’ view—that Adam’s role is that of a poor example—is that it 
serves to make the connection between Adam and all other human beings to be so tenuous as to be 
virtually meaningless. Paul would not need to have mentioned Adam as a poor example, but he could 
have mentioned any other sinner. According to Pelagius—contra Paul—death, sin, and 
condemnation come from each individual sinner, and are thus not in any way directly related to 
Adam. Rather than viewing sin as the reigning all-pervasive power described by Paul, the Pelagian 
view involves sin as simply a matter of the individual will—it is merely a choice. It also carries with 
it an optimistic anthropology, and neglects to come to terms with the doomed nature of human 
beings from the start of their corporate and individual histories (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:20-23; Eph. 
2:3; Ps. 51:5; Gen. 8:21; etc.).  Most importantly, as a result of this simple view of sin and humanity, 
the connectivity with the doctrine of imputed righteousness and justification by faith is removed. 












Representative who takes our place in His life and death—suffering our death and giving us His 
life.85 
 On the other hand, as his opponent Augustine admitted, Pelagius was not entirely wrong to 
mention Adam as a bad example, or the importance of choosing the good and rejecting evil,86 things 
that the Scriptures acknowledge (Deut. 30:19; Josh. 24:15; Rom. 5:20; 12:1-2). The difference is that 
the Scriptures also acknowledge sin as being present even without volition,  the need for saving 
atonement at all times, a Representative to carry our guilt, and that the only means of making right 
choices is recognizing a deep need with humility—being connected with God by faith (e.g. Ex. 28:28-
40; Lev. 4, 6:13; Deut. 10:12; Rom. 3-5; Rom. 3-8; Eph. 3-4; Gal. 5; Heb. 7:25). 
Realism 
The main problem with the realistic view is that it overly literalizes the metaphorical 
participation language of Paul. When Paul writes of our participation with Christ in His death, 
resurrection and ascension (Rom. 6; Eph. 2:6; Gal. 2:19), he does not mean these expressions literally, 
but metaphorically. Similarly, when the author of Hebrews (7:9-10) writes of Levi paying tithes to 
Abraham while still “in his loins,” he qualifies the expression with the phrase “ὡς ἔπος εἰπεῖν” (“so to 
speak”). The point of the passage seems to be that Melchizedek was outside of the covenant line, and 
yet Abraham blessed him. So it could be said that he was also greater than Levi, the descendant of 
Abraham. In the same way, “all sinned” in 5:12, as argued above, should be taken metaphorically in 
terms of representative headship. One of the main reasons for this is that it maintains the doctrinal 
interconnectivity between Paul’s view of sin and justification. Are we justified because we actually 
lived Christ’s life (or are living it), or because He, as our Representative, lived it in our place so as to 








the scriptural concepts of imputation and transfer of punishment and guilt so integral to the 
sacrificial system as well as to the idea of Christ’s atonement (e.g. Lev.1-6; Isa. 53; Rom. 3; 1 John 2:2). 
Sometimes this view is driven by a concern for justice,87 i.e.: the only way that all of Adam’s 
posterity could be justly considered guilty is if they actually participated in the sin of Adam. But if 
there is objection on the ground of justice to the very concept of imputation or corporate solidarity in 
principle, then there should be objection to it in all cases, not only in that of original sin—such as 
(e.g.) Lev. 4:3; Josh. 7:1, 11-12; Matt. 23:35; 2 Kings 5:27; etc.; imputed righteousness, or the imputation 
of our sin to Christ (Isa. 53). (These passages and others relevant to this issue will be further 
examined below).   
 Positively, the realistic headship view recognizes the deep connection between Adam and his 
posterity, the deep-seated nature of sin in all human beings, and the need for a Savior as the only 
means of escape from our inherited condition.  
Universal  Legal Justification 
According to this view, Romans 5:12-21 does not teach original sin, but rather “original grace: 
every child is born under the grace of God, born saved.”88 As shown above, it is unlikely that the 
passage can be interpreted in this way, especially in light of Paul’s thought in all of his writings. 
Justification is something that involves receiving the gift of Christ by faith (Rom. 5:17; 3-4; Eph. 2; 
Gal. 2-3; etc.). In addition, Paul describes our initial state as one of wrath and death, not justification 
and life (Eph. 2; cf. Ps. 51:5; Gen. 8:21; Rom. 3)—these blessings come only subsequently to reception 
of Christ. God was reconciling the world to Himself in the death of Christ (2 Cor. 5:19), but the 
reconciliation is only fully accomplished when a person accepts the gift of justification and as a 








response is necessary for the reconciliation to be fully effected. Adoption into God’s family is not a 
birthright for all, but only for those who are “born again” (John 1:12-13; 3:3). Those who remain in 
the world are not of this status (1 John 3:1; Rom. 8:6-17).  
 Despite this view’s significant problematic aspects, it does serve as a reminder that Romans 
5:12-21 is about the greatness of Christ more than the sin of Adam and its effects. Christ has indeed 
reversed the curse of the Fall for those who receive Him—indeed, through the cross Christ has and 
does reach out toward every human being through His prevenient grace (John 12:32; Acts 17:27-31; 
Titus 2:11; John 3:16-18; 2 Pet. 3:9; etc.).  
Mediate Imputation 
 The weakness of the mediate imputation view89 is that it removes the immediate cause of 
death, guilt, and punishment from Adam, as envisaged by Paul, and places it in the state of the 
human being alone. The relationship with Adam is still present, more so than with Pelagius, but it 
appears to be less direct than the exegesis provided above indicates. Perhaps most importantly, it 
removes the analogy that Paul articulates between what we receive from Adam and what we receive 
from Christ. If we are condemned solely on the basis of who and what we are in ourselves, it would 
follow from the close parallelisms of the passage that our justification must also be reckoned on the 
basis of who we are and what we are in ourselves, rather than upon an imputed and reckoned 
status—an “alien righteousness” that is given to us as a gift. Charles Hodge presented perhaps the 
most cogent refutation of mediate imputation when he wrote: 
It is a still more serious objection that this doctrine destroys the parallel between Adam and Christ on which the 
Apostle lays so much stress in his Epistle to the Romans. The great point which he there labours to teach and to 













a righteousness which is not personally their own. To illustrate and confirm this great fundamental doctrine, 
he refers to the fact that men have been condemned for a sin which is not personally their own. He over and 
over insists that it was for the sin of Adam, and not for our own sin or sinfulness, that the sentence of death (the 
forfeiture of the divine favour) passed upon all men. It is on this ground he urges men the more confidently to 
rely upon the promise of justification on the ground a righteousness which is not inherently ours. This parallel 
destroyed, the doctrine and argument of the Apostle are overturned, if it be denied that the sin of Adam, as 
antecedent to any sin or sinfulness of our own is the ground of our condemnation. If we are partakers of the 
penal consequences of Adam’s sin only because of the corrupt nature derived by a law of nature from him, then 
we are justified only on the ground of our own inherent holiness derived by a law of grace from Christ. We 
have thus the doctrine of subjective justification, which overthrows the great doctrine of the Reformation, and 
the great ground of the peace and confidence of the people of God, namely, that a righteousness not within us 
but wrought out for us, — the righteousness of another, even the eternal Son of God, and therefore an infinitely 
meritorious righteousness, — is the ground of our justification before God. Any doctrine which tends to 
invalidate or to weaken the Scriptural evidence of this fundamental article of our faith is fraught with evil 
greater than belongs to it in itself considered.90  
 
On the other hand, it should be acknowledged that the mediate imputation view is rightly 
concerned about the reality of our sinful natures. While this does not appear to be in focus in the 
pericope of Romans 5:12-21 and thus insufficient to account for all of the Scriptural data in regard to 
original sin,91 it is an important reality of hamartiology to recognize that we have a corrupt nature 
for which we are guilty.  
Throughout this whole passage what Adam did and what Christ did are steadily held over against each other. 
Now salvation in Christ does not mean that we merit salvation by living good lives; rather, what Christ has 
done is significant. Just so, death in Adam does not mean that we are being punished for our own evil deeds; it is 
what Adam has done that is significant. This does not mean that our sinful nature or our many actual sins are 
unimportant to Paul. Nor does it mean that he is indifferent to human responsibility. It simply means that 
these things are not what he is talking about here.92  
We are indeed guilty because of who and what we are, not only Adam’s sin. And there is an integral 
connection between the two. The reason we have a sinful nature is because the sin of Adam 
separated him and all of his posterity from God. Just as justification and sanctification cannot be 
separated, though they are distinguished, so it is also the case that our sinful nature—though it is 
not the cause of original guilt itself—is integrally connected to our being represented by Adam. 












finds its roots in Adam’s sin; and they are counted as sinners because of Adam’s disobedience. Still, 
their actually becoming sinners or righteous is the consequence or result of  
their being counted as sinners in Adam or as righteous in Christ.”93 
Natural Heredity 
 The problem with this view is, again, that it denies the close connection between what Paul 
suggests Adam’s role is and our reception of the results of it. It holds that people die for their own 
sins, not that of Adam. Again the parallel between imputed guilt and imputed righteousness is 
broken such that consistently systematic advocates of this view go so far as to explicitly question or 
deny the reality of the latter.94 Another weakness of this view is that it limits the results of sin to a 
situation in which everyone enters the world at varying levels of depravity, depending upon their 
parentage or ancestry. This is true to a certain extent, in that each individual inherits certain 
specific tendencies from their ancestors, but it is insufficient to account for Paul’s language in this 
passage. Paul envisions a level field in which all come into the world in a desperate state of 
condemnation and a death sentence. It is only with this conception that the role of Christ as 
Representative Rectifier can be most appreciated for what it is expressed by Paul to be.  
 Again, positively speaking, the passing along of a sinful nature through natural heredity is a 
scriptural doctrine (even though it is not Paul’s subject in Romans 5). Genesis 5:3 shows the tragedy 
that Adam’s son Seth was born in his image and likeness, rather than that of God, as Adam was 















but it does not account for all of the language and meaning of Paul in this passage in particular, as 
well as the relation of the Fall narrative in Genesis 3.   
 In its most problematic form (New Haven), this view also holds that having a sinful nature 
is not sin itself, but (similar to Pelagianism), holds that sin is only actual when it is chosen. 
Theoretically, this allows for the possibility of someone duplicating the life of Christ in absolute 
sinless perfection. Again, the profound need for a new Representative and forensic justification are 
denied and the parallels in Paul’s thought are obscured if not nullified. 
Immediate Imputation (Federalism) 
    It is this view which most essentially fits the meaning of both Romans 5:12-21 as well as the 
material found in Genesis 3 and other relevant scriptural passages. It is able to include the insights 
of the other views, but recognizes that they are insufficient to account for all of what is being 
conveyed in the texts. As such it is the most comprehensive. This view recognizes most closely the 
parallels given by Paul between what we receive from Adam and what we receive from Christ. The 
guilt of Adam is imputed to us, ours to Christ, and Christ’s righteousness to us. This raises the 
important question of what exactly the condemnation and punishment is for Adam’s sin on the 
Federal view. The exegesis above seems to indicate that the main punishment envisioned by Paul is 
death—primarily physical but not excluding spiritual death, because the account in Genesis 3 and 
following shows that there was also a break in communion with God that involved separation. This 
separation involves having a sinful, rebellious nature. The judicial punishment for the imputed guilt 
of the Fall is thus death and separation from God. The natural results of this punishment are a 
sinful nature and lack of original righteousness.95   
Again Hodge presents a cogent description:  
The imputation of Adam’s sin to us, of our sins to Christ, and of Christ’s righteousness to believers, the nature 





to Christ, or that He bore our sins, it is not meant that he actually committed our sins, or that He was morally 
criminal on account of them, or that the demerit of them rested upon Him. All that is meant is that He assumed, 
in the language of the older theologians, “our law-place.” He undertook to answer the demands of justice for the 
sins of men, or, as it is expressed by the Apostle, to be made a curse for them. In like manner, when it is said that 
the righteousness of Christ is imputed to believers, it does not mean that they wrought out that righteousness, 
that they were the agents of the acts of Christ in obeying the law; nor that the merit of his righteousness is their 
personal merit; nor that it constitutes their moral character; it simply means that his righteousness, having 
been wrought out by Christ for the benefit of his people, in their name, by Him as their representative, it is laid 
to their account, so that God can be just in justifying the ungodly.96 
  
What humanity needs is not only forgiveness for their sinful nature, sinful choices, and natural 
heredity; humanity needs a new Representative to reverse the curse of Adam’s Fall, a new status, 
reconciliation through union with Christ.  
 Hodge and others97 duly and rightly note that there are many examples in Scripture of 
representation and substitution: There are many cases in which leaders or members of the nation of 
Israel negatively determined (to a great extent) the destiny of their lineages or of the nation as a 
whole (Lev. 4:3; 1 Sam. 3:11-14; 1 Sam. 4:10-22; Matt. 23:34-39; Acts 2:23, 3:13-15; Joshua 7; 2 Kings 
5:27; Mal. 1:2-3; 1 Sam. 3:14; 2 Kings 22:19-20; 1 Kings 14:10; etc.). In other cases, the intercession of 
Moses (Ex. 32:9-14; 34:9-28), the actions of Aaron to stay the plague (Num. 16:47-48), and the 
ubiquitous examples of the principle of substitution in the sacrificial system (e.g. Lev. 1-6) are 
demonstrative of the principle of positive, beneficial representation, the supreme instance of which, 
of course, was Christ’s substitutionary atonement (Isa. 53; Rom. 3; Gal. 3; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 3:18; etc.). 
While some of the OT examples could be considered by some to be prophecies of natural hereditary 
results, this explanation will not fit such cases as Lev. 4:3, Josh. 7:1, 11; Jer. 26:15; 2 Kings 5:27; Matt. 
23:35; and 2 Sam. 12:14 (among others). The prayers of Daniel and Ezra (chapters 9 in both cases) 
presuppose corporate guilt. In all of these cases there is imputed guilt and/or punishment because of 
the actions of one or several persons upon people who did not participate in the sin of the 







these cases be unjust. But God is not unjust (Ps. 119:37; Ezra 9:15; Gen. 18:25)—He is righteous in all 
His ways. None of these people’s eternal destinies were fixed by means of this representation. All of 
them had some opportunity to accept the provisions of salvation offered by either the sanctuary 
system or Christ’s antitypical fulfillment of it in the cross and His intercession.  
 Regarding these examples, two further things should be noted. Firstly, none of these are 
exact parallels to the situation described in Romans 5. None of these people’s actions affected the 
entire world (including every human being who has ever lived), as did Adam’s and Christ’s. What 
these examples do serve to show, however, is that ostensible charges of injustice in regard to the 
imputation of Adam’s sin should consistently be likewise applied to these other situations. If the 
principle of imputed guilt or representation is invalid by reason of injustice, it should be invalid in 
all cases—including that of Christ being our Substitute who was punished for our sins (Isa. 53; 1 Pet. 
3:18). Secondly, and related to the first point, there is a qualification given to the representation 
principle in Ezek. 18 and Deut. 24:16 (and other examples in kind—Lev. 26:40-42; Neh. 9:2-3; Dan. 
9:4-27; 2 Cor. 3:16; 2 Kings 21:19-2 Kings 22:2) in that the rebellions of a parent, ancestry, or 
representative do not determine everything in regard to their progeny. It should be noted that these 
qualifying passages are sometimes used to argue against original sin, but as noted above, they are 
actually not cases in kind. Only Adam’s and Christ’s representative roles have effects for all human 
beings without exception (more precisely Christ’s role has potential effects for everyone and actual 
effects for those who receive Him—as was discussed above), and they are not matters of natural 
heredity, as are those being addressed, for example, in Ezekiel 18. The issue being dealt with in that 
passage is the reality that each person can decide whether they will follow in the ways of their 
parents. The biblical principles of representation and corporate national and familial solidarity do 
not eliminate the principle of personal responsibility—particularly in regard to final destiny. 
Though all come into the world “condemned already” in Adam, damaged by the sins of their 
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ancestors, and are under the wrath of God, no one needs to remain in this state. Those who accept 
Christ have their condemnation removed (Eph. 2:3; John 3:16-21; Rom. 8:1). No one can say that they 
are lost because of Adam, but because they have rejected the second Adam.98 In this light, Romans 5 
is one the most important in regard to theodicy—it shows that God has not allowed the 
representation of Adam and his imputed guilt to control the destiny of any human being. Christ has 
provided Himself as a new Representative Rectifier for those who accept His gracious gift. Finally, it 
should be noted that any view that connects our death and sinful nature to Adam in any way 
(excluding the Pelagian) faces the same questions of justice. In all of these cases it is admitted that 
the earth is cursed and death is our lot because of what Adam did, not because of what we did. We 
are all born with a sinful nature and are condemned to suffering and death because of him. It is 
difficult to see how this could be considered any less unjust—according to a consistent line of 
reasoning—if the Federal view is viewed as unjust by reason of the fact that this state has resulted 
from Adam’s imputed guilt and punishment rather than natural consequence alone. (And as has been 
argued above, it seems evident that passages such as Gen. 3 and Romans 5 suggest that there is 
ample basis to conclude that there was guilt and punishment, not only natural consequences). All 
agree that the results of the Fall are upon us before we have any capacity to think or act. God could 
have arranged it so that this was not the case, without violating any laws of His own nature. God 
Himself ordained the system of what would be a “natural consequence.” Thus even if Adam’s sin is 
viewed this way, the questions of justice are not evaded. In all cases, theodical arguments must be 
adduced to account for the situation (See below for further aspects of original sin that impinge upon 







It should also be noted that the immediate imputation “Federal view,” while often associated 
with Calvinism, has also been embraced entirely by many Arminians, including John Wesley. He 
also saw the important doctrinal interconnectivity involved in original sin: 
Thus “by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin. And so death passed upon all men,” as 
being contained in him who was the common father and representative of us all. Thus, “through the offence of 
one,” all are dead, dead to God, dead in sin, dwelling in a corruptible, mortal body, shortly to be dissolved, and 
under the sentence of death eternal. For as, “by one man's disobedience,” all “were made sinners;” so, by that 
offence of one, “judgment came upon all men to condemnation” (Romans v. 12, &c.).  
In this state we were, even all mankind, when “God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, to 
the end we might not perish, but have everlasting life.” In the fullness of time he was made Man, another 
common Head of mankind, a second general Parent and Representative of the whole human race. And as such it 
was that “he bore our griefs,” “the Lord laying upon him the iniquities of us all.” 
In consideration of this, that the Son of God hath “tasted death for every man,” God hath now 
“reconciled the world to himself, not imputing to them their” former “trespasses.” And thus, “as by the offence of 
one judgment came upon all men to condemnation, even so by the righteousness of one the free gift came upon 
all men unto justification.” So that, for the sake of his well-beloved Son, of what he hath done and suffered for 
us, God now vouchsafes, on one only condition, (which himself also enables us to perform,) both to remit the 
punishment due to our sins, to reinstate us in his favour, and to restore our dead souls to spiritual life, as the 
earnest of life eternal.  
This, therefore, is the general ground of the whole doctrine of justification. By the sin of the first 
Adam, who was not only the father, but likewise the representative, of us all, we all fell short of the favour of 
God; we all became children of wrath; or, as the Apostle expresses it, “judgment came upon all men to 
condemnation.” Even so, by the sacrifice for sin made by the Second Adam, as the Representative of us all, God 
is so far reconciled to all the world, that he hath given them a new covenant; the plain condition whereof being 
once fulfilled, “there is no more condemnation” for us, but “we are justified freely by his grace, through the 
redemption that is in Jesus Christ.”99 
 
In regard to Romans 5, Wesley wrote that “all sinned in Adam,” and in discussing Christ and Adam 
he says, “Each of them being a public person, and a federal head of mankind. The one, the fountain 
of sin and death to mankind by his offence; the other, of righteousness and life by his free gift. . . . As 
the sin of Adam, without the sins which we afterwards committed, brought us death; so the 
righteousness of Christ, without the good works which we afterwards perform, brings us life: 












 But, as Wesleyan scholar Thomas McCall notes, this emphasis eventually waned in the later 
Wesleyan tradition, which moved more toward an emphasis upon the human will.101  
There are some ideas that this Federal view has had associated with it that require further 
discussion. For example, this theory has often been associated with the idea of what is called soul 
“creationism.” This is the concept that God creates each individual “soul” and deliberately “depraves” 
it as punishment for Adam’s sin. A sinful nature being individually created in each person as the 
condemnation for Adam’s sin involves difficulties— e.g., God would not create evil in human nature 
if it did not already naturally exist there. 102 As previously noted, the Federal view (especially as 
articulated by Hodge), envisions the idea of imputed guilt as liability to punishment. As such, the 
sinful nature can be viewed as a result of the punishment of separation from God stemming from 
Adam’s sin, rather than it being in itself being the punishment.  
Theological  Analysis :  Doctrinal Interconnectivity  
A definitional facet of systematic theology is the concept of doctrinal interconnectedness—
that is to say that each of the various doctrinal segments that comprise the larger compendium of the 
system are described as existing in symbiosis, rather than functioning independently. According to 
one of the earliest definitions of the discipline,  
Systematic theology is the essence of the very same truths of religion which are contained in the Bible, but with 
their premises and implications made explicit and placed in the context appropriate to their mutual relations, 
or—in other words—set out in an arrangement in which one either supports and explains another or limits 














Systematic theology involves attention to how “the structure grows logically out of the foundation 
and how the doctrines relate to one another to produce harmony in the system.”104 
The exegesis of Romans 5:12-21 and examination of original sin above lend themselves to 
further reflection in terms of the doctrinal interconnectivity it elaborates. In this section, the 
ramifications of the passage and conceptualization of original sin will be noted in regard to the 
soteriological cluster, incorporating the insights of this pericope into the larger framework of the 
other germane canonical materials. In addition, the ramifications of the Federal View will be 
examined in terms of their potential benefits in regard to theodical questions.  
Anthropological  Implications:   
We are part of a corporate body—either in Adam or in Christ. Our identities are individual, 
but not merely individual. Adam functioned as the Representative of all of humanity. Psalm 8 refers 
to the dominion of humanity over nature in creation in terms that are used for Adam and Eve in 
Genesis 1. In Hebrews 2, Jesus is referred to in terms of Psalm 8, thus showing the inspired 
connectivity among all three. Christ is the new Adam, the one who provides a new hope for 
humanity.   
We are guilty, depraved, helpless sinners from birth. We come into a rebellious planet with a 
rebellious federal head. We are born lost and under condemnation. But God has provided a new 
Head of the race in Christ. He succeeded where Adam failed, He obeyed where Adam disobeyed; and 
thus for those who receive the gift of justification, Christ becomes the Rectifer who functions as their 
Representative.  
God has not left us without a solution for our original plight: We are constantly drawn by 
God’s prevenient grace (Titus 2:11; John 1:9; 3:16; 12:30-32) toward Him. God gives the capacity to 







with Him through Christ. Even after this, however, we are in constant need of continual atonement 
by Christ in the heavenly sanctuary because of our sinful state (1 John 2:2; Heb. 7:25). Through the 
provisions of the sacrificial system and the opportunities for justifying faith (Rom. 4), the grace of 
Christ has been operational ever since the Fall. Though the promises of Christ’s future redemptive 
work, OT believers were justified by faith and as such received the benefits of Christ’s incipient 
rectification prior to its final actualization.  
Hamartiological  implications:   
Sin reigns and causes guilt regardless of any individual, specific acts. It is a state, a 
reckoning, a dominion. It is a complex conception that includes descriptions as a personified power 
that rules, grows, and enters the world invasively.105  “Paul expects us to understand that our 
natural condition inherited from Adam makes us vulnerable to everlasting death and that eternal 
death will be the outcome without life by the One, the Lord Jesus Christ. Our natural status is that 
all we need to do to end in eternal death is nothing.”106 “Sin is not . . . a superficial matter of 
imitation, of ‘opting in’ to a particular way of life from a basic position of neutrality. It is a profound 
thing, affecting us all the way down and thus forcing us to look outside ourselves for hope. . . . 
Originated sin is a daily reminder of our need for divine grace.”107 If the origin of our sin problem 
resides in us alone—even if it is due to our inherited sinful nature—then the ultimate solution to the 
sin problem must also reside in us alone—through our sanctification, right choices, etc. But if our sin 
problem began outside of ourselves through a failing representative, then the solution to the sin 
problem must originate from outside of ourselves with a new, successful Representative.  
Adam’s sin was imputed to us, but also caused us to be actually sinful as well, just as the 









concerned in Romans with differentiating between these realities, though without separating them. 
For him, it is paramount to understand our legal status before a holy God, recognizing our need of a 
new Representative and Substitute—not inner transformation alone. Indeed, the latter cannot take 
place without the former. Being in Christ means foremost being granted His righteous status. The 
outflowing of this is also participation in His righteous character qualities. In the same way, we are 
legally counted as sinners by our representative head Adam, and as an outflowing result we also 
participate in our sinful nature bequeathed to us by him and his posterity.   
Christological  Implications:  
Christ as the Second Adam is presented as our Representative, Substitute, and Savior. No 
matter how much He was and is our Example, He is first and foremost our Savior. He regained that 
which Adam lost. As a result, He could not have come into the world as a Man with a guilty, 
depraved, and sinful nature (Heb. 7:26-28). In order for Him to be a perfect offering for the sins of 
the whole world, in order to be able to impute a perfect righteousness to all who believe in Him, 
Christ had to begin where the first Adam began—with a sinless, pure nature. He succeeded where 
the first Adam failed, which thus enabled Him to take our place as the new Head and Representative 
of humanity. Through union with Christ, we can be accounted righteous, gradually changed back 
into the image of God, and eventually have our sinful natures and sinful bodies of death exchanged 
for a body like His glorious body (Phil. 3:21).   
Just as our imputed forensic guilt is connected with having a sinful nature, so also is our 
being accounted righteous concomitant with becoming more righteous in nature. But the ground of 
our imputed guilt and punishment is what Adam did, just as the ground of justification—imputed 
righteousness—is what Christ did. Guilt imputed to Christ resulted in separation from God and 
physical death. Guilt imputed to the race of humanity resulted in separation from God and 
physical/spiritual death. Just as we received the imputed guilt and punishment of death and 
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separation from God because of Adam, without having actually participated in his sin, so also Christ 
received imputed guilt and punishment of all sinners by suffering death and separation from God, 
without having actually participated in their sin. Thus, imputed guilt is not the same as actual guilt. 
Christ was not actually guilty of sin, but He was treated as though He was guilty—guilt was 
imputed to Him. Likewise, the sin of Adam has been imputed to us—his guilt is reckoned to us as 
though we ourselves did what he did. Likewise, we are not actually righteous in ourselves, but rather 
Christ’s righteousness is imputed to us and we are treated as though we were as righteous as He is. 
Hodge refers to the results of Adam’s sin as “punishment, i.e., an evil inflicted in execution of the 
penalty of law and for the satisfaction of justice.”108 He argues on the basis of the fact that Christ 
was not a sinner but was punished as one. Murray, on the other hand, suggests that we should not 
draw too close of a parallel between what we receive from Adam and what Christ received from all 
of us. We were not only imputed with Adam’s guilt and punishment, but also actually have 
sinfulness and a sinful nature because of our union with him, whereas Christ never became a sinner 
or had a sinful nature.109 I would suggest that Hodge is essentially correct, but that Murray’s insight 
serves as a reminder of the integral connections between the imputation and the actuality, not only 
the punishment or righteousness involved. Could it be said of Christ that he “sinned” or that He was 
“constituted as a sinner” as Paul said about us? No, but Scripture does refer to Christ as becoming sin 
itself (2 Cor. 5:21) and having iniquities placed upon Him (Isa. 53). In addition, as Paul notes, there 
are differences between the results of Adam’s sin and the results of the atonement: We receive the 
imputation of one sin, whereas Christ received the imputation of all the sins of the whole world. We 
became sinners in ourselves, not just guilty of sin, by reason of our separation from God and the 
naturally conveyed sinful nature. But Christ could not become a sinner by becoming guilty and 







against temptation. He won the victory, and the right to be our new Representative. As such, He 
could not become sinful because of His temporary separation from God on account of the atonement. 
Secondly, Christ is God, and as such He could not permanently lose this connection with His Father 
because He had been faithful in His sinless mission. The grave could not hold Him.  
Doctrinal systems and their interconnections are often organized around one center or focal 
nodal point by which means coherence is pursued. One of the goals of the present study is to 
demonstrate that both coherence and center will emerge from an examination of the ramifications of 
the garnered canonical doctrines themselves, rather than imposing an a priori organizing principle 
which is then the controlling—rather than consequential—means of connectivity. For example, this 
writer concurs with those systems that postulate Christ as the center of all doctrines on the basis of 
ample Scriptural support (John 1:1-18, 5:39-40, 14:6; Luke 24:25-27; 44-47; Acts 4:12; Col. 1:14-19; Heb. 
1:1-3, etc.).110 But the foregoing suggested methodology is more aptly suited to approach the 
necessary questions: Which Christ? What are His Person and Work? Why are they central (in 
addition to the fact that there is Scriptural data that so indicates—on what basis is the Scriptural 
testimony building)? The study of the interconnectivity between original sin and the soteriological 
cluster more precisely elucidates the nature of Christ and His work, as well as demonstrating what 
His work accomplishes in light of the problem which He has been engaged to solve. 
The centrality of Christ for all of Scripture emerges from the conclusions of this study. In 
each of the doctrines examined, He is the unifying center and golden thread. Every human problem 
finds its solution in Christ. Adamic original sin is the ultimate human problem and Christ is the 
ultimate and only solution. Thus in a sense, Tillich is right when he says that systematic theology 









demonstrates that the symbols used in the Christian message are the answers to these questions.”111 
Christ is portrayed as restoring the whole cosmos that was subjected to futility: “And he is before all 
things, and in him all things hold together.  And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the 
beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. For in him all the 
fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:17-20). 
Justification Implications:   
As has been discussed, justification is forensic and imputed, not inherent or subjective. The 
guilty sinner (Adam and Eve—Gen. 3), Joshua (Zech. 3), the publican (Luke 18), all human beings—
(Rom. 3-5) can bring nothing of merit to God as a basis for forgiveness and imputed righteousness. As 
noted above, there is a close parallel between what we receive from Adam and what we receive from 
Christ—both Adam’s sin and Christ’s righteousness are forensically imputed. Thus our only solution 
is through Christ the justifying Rectifier. All anyone can bring is their “ungodly” (Rom. 4:5) self to 
Christ, knowing the vast debt and the impossibility of repaying it (Matt. 18). Anyone can come 
humbly to God through Christ and accept the atonement by faith. The righteousness by which 
anyone is saved is Christ’s righteousness, not their own. But any person who is justified will grow in 
grace as they remain united with Christ by faith. They will walk as He walked and obey God’s 
commandments out of love Him and for His propitiation (1 John 4), rather than as a means of merit. 
They will rely wholly upon Christ as our saving, mediating, justifying Savior. 
Issues of Theodicy:  
 Issues of doctrinal interconnectivity with regard to original sin extend into almost every 
area of a system. One of the most important questions revolves around the issue of theodicy. Why 






this unjust? At least four reasons can be posited for original sin in light of the wider issue of the 
revelation of God’s justice in light of satanic and human rebellion:  
1. The guilt and punishment of physical death and separation from God resulted in a curtailment of 
the spread of corruption. The long-lived antediluvians demonstrated the results of the combination 
of longevity, sinful environment, and sinful nature. Were it not for the imputed guilt of Adam’s sin 
resulting in the punishment of physical death upon all human beings as a result of this sin, the 
whole race would consist of immortal sinners given over to an ever-increasing depravity—to an 
even higher degree that what has actually been the case. The accounting of guilt and the 
punishment of the curse and death to the whole creation served to reduce the inevitable results of sin 
in a depraved race. Paul goes some way towards a theodical explanation in Romans 8:20-25:  
For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the 
creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children 
of God. For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. 
And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait 
eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is 
seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with 
patience. 
  
In consonance with what was expounded above, this passage seems to indicate evidently the idea of 
a Fall that resulted in imputed guilt and punishment to the whole creation. It is said here that God is 
the one who subjected the whole creation to futility (as a punishment for Adam’s sin). The animals 
and the natural world share in the suffering and curse brought in by original sin. The world was 
initially “very good,” but it has now become “vanity”—µαταιότητι—the word used to translate the 
Hebrew ל  one of the key words in Ecclesiastes. But in the process of subjecting the creation to– ֲהֵב֤
futility, He has given all the hope of redemption, first revealed in Gen. 3:15. God did not leave the 
condemned creation to its punishment alone, but also has provided a way of salvation through 
Christ. Thus Romans 5:12-21 is actually an important theodical passage—it reveals Christ as the 
Representative Rectifier for Adam’s failure such that it removes any possible accusations of injustice 
due to his representation, imputed guilt, and its concomitant punishment and natural consequences.    
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2. The allowance of depravity in all human beings from birth has resulted in a demonstration for all 
time and to all created beings (including angels) of the inherent, natural results of sin.  
3. The guilt, punishment, and natural depravity of the race of humanity results in a situation where 
only Christ can be the Savior through His imputed righteousness. The sinful, depraved creature as 
part of a doomed race must recognize his or her plight. The glorification of Christ as the 
Representative Rectifier is the result of God’s redemption plan. God in His foreknowledge recognized 
that Christ’s work would be the only solution to the reign of sin, so He arranged for a situation in 
which the foreseen contingency of the Fall involved a solution in Christ.  
4. Our plight as mortal, sinful, frustrated creatures cannot be seen as an unfair punishment for the 
Fall of Adam. The imputed guilt, death, sin, and suffering stemming from our first Representative 
can be reversed by the Person and Work of Christ for any person who “receives the gift.” 
 The determinist view that God ordained the Fall and only gives His grace to some to escape 
the predicament that He Himself ordained leaves some significant gaps in terms of theodicy. 
Theodicy on the view of determinism inevitably leads to a regress of explanations that must end 
with the idea that what God does is right is because God does it, without regard to why. In contrast, 
Scripture portrays God as wanting to be seen as just by His creatures (Isa. 5:3-4; Rom. 3:3-9; Ps. 51:4; 
Deut. 32:4).  
 But there is a further question: What about infants who die and those who have never heard 
the Gospel? First and foremost, it must be established that any and all that are saved are thus 
because of Christ’s work. He “tasted death for every man” (Heb. 2:9) and bore the sin of the whole 
world (John 1:36; 1 John 2:2)—including initial Adamic guilt and depravity—and it is reasonable to 
conclude that this propitiation is effective for infants who die and those who have not heard or who 
have not had the capacity to make a rational response to God.  
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Dogmatism is not possible in regard to the question of every single case of those who have 
not heard, however. John 1:9 indicates that Jesus lights everyone who comes into the world. Perhaps 
God has a way of reaching those who have not heard the Gospel that causes them to recognize their 
need for a Savior—that their works are useless for salvation, and that if they believe God’s 
declaration of their sin and His promises they can be accounted righteous as was Abraham. Indeed, 
all of the OT saints must be said to be justified and saved by faith (Rom. 3; 4; Heb. 11), not by works. 
But they did not know all of the details of the final revelation of the Gospel in Christ. What they 
could know is that they were sinners in need of a Savior, that they needed a sacrifice and substitute 
as a result, and that they could follow the ways of the Lord as He helped them to become sanctified. 
Perhaps for those who have never heard the Gospel (or never heard of the Yahweh in the time of the 
OT), the recognition of the need for atonement and the paucity of the works righteousness prescribed 
by their own religion (or lack of one) are accepted by God as the basis for imputing the righteousness 
of Christ to them. Ultimately, the mandate for the church is to spread the Good News as a matter of 
life and death. The Judge of all the earth will do right.  
God will also do what is right in regard infants. Since Christ died for the sin and original 
guilt of infants, and since they never had the opportunity to accept or reject Christ, a loving God 
would almost certainly save such little ones and allow them to grow up in the new heavens and new 
earth. This is why the issue so often historically associated with original sin, that of infant baptism, 
is only of relevance if one holds to a strongly sacramental view of baptism such that saving grace 
can only be appropriated through means of this ritual. If one does not hold such a view, (as I do 









even necessary, as it is—all things being equal), infants who die before being able to make a decision 
for Christ, would be saved by means of His atonement, and that alone.    
Summary and Conclusion 
This study has attempted to demonstrate various facets in which a theological and canonical 
exegesis of Romans 5:12-21 can provide insights of doctrinal interconnectivity in the soteriological 
cluster of anthropology, hamartiology, Christology, and justification. The Federal view of original 
sin has been seen as the most helpful in conceptualizing the foundational nature of this doctrine for 
soteriological interconnectivity. The implications of this concept for theodicy (another example of 
interconnectivity) were also explored as further aspects of its importance.  
Suggestions for Further Study 
While this paper has explored the doctrine of original sin in both Scripture and history to 
some extent, further study in both areas will provide additional insights. For example, continuing 
exploration of the Fall narrative as well as other Old Testament and intertestamental data could 
serve to further strengthen (or weaken) the conclusions offered here. Further historical study could 
also illuminate some of the underlying causes for the acceptance, rejection, and conceptions of 
original sin through various times and places.  
Theologians in the Seventh-day Adventist context from which I write have generally not 
embraced any aspects of the stronger traditional views of original sin that involve guilt, punishment, 
or imputation from Adam’s sin, including the federal view outlined here. They have usually adopted 
something most like the natural heredity view of the New Haven school.113 On the other hand, Ellen 
White, SDA main founder and prophetess, appeared to accept some of these aspects of the federal 







consequences.”114 “Children received from Adam an inheritance of disobedience, of guilt and death.”115 
“As related to the first Adam, men receive from him nothing but guilt and the sentence of death.”116 “I 
am lost in Adam, but restored in Christ.”117  “The sin of our first parents brought guilt and sorrow 
upon the world.”118 If this study’s conclusions are sound, it could add to the ongoing systematic 
exposition of these issues in the SDA denominational context. 
Conclusion 
 This study has shown that the problem of humanity is perennial and deep-rooted. We are 
part of a lost, rebellious planet that was sent into a state of death, sin, guilt, punishment and doom 
by our first federal head Adam. But Christ is and has been the mediating Rectifier since the time of 
the Fall, the One who reverses the curse, who becomes our new Representative when we receive Him 
and His gift of imputed justifying righteousness. As such, God has been both just and merciful in His 
dealings with this planet. Where sin has abounded, grace has abounded much more.  
Believing in a historical, originated sin we can confidently affirm that God is not the author of evil, that the 
suffering and evil in the world is not covertly good, and that God is a God who is faithful to His creation and 
who redeems it (instead of redeeming us from it). Believing in consequential, originated sin, we can know that 
Christ is truly for us, having taken our united humanity to himself; that he is truly a Savior and not just an 
example. We can know a salvation that is entirely gracious, the gift of a most generous God to men and women 
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